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Engaging Online Students 
Jim Waters, College of Information Science & Technology, Drexel University 
Discussion and Future Work 
This study has suggests that collaborative knowledge building via online discussions can engender deep (social) engagement where students partake in iterative 
cycles of inquiry. However eliciting such engagement is not a trivial matter. Students can be drawn into rich debate if they are suitably motivated i.e. if they can 
personally identify with a problem domain or have some vicarious understanding of a problem schema. Good question design can be crucial, poorly designed 
questions can inhibit even the most intrinsically motivated learners. It seems that the greatest levels of engagement are achieved when some key individuals 
(thought-leaders) are more active in shaping debate by providing positive feedback and guidance or by challenging frameworks of assumptions. These complication 
activities act to create a breakdown of understanding leading to reflection in action. This reflective activity is crucial to collaboratively building community 
understanding.   
This study is largely exploratory and has a limited sample. Later studies hope to investigate how representative the reported results are. Future studies will also 
investigate the means by which thought-leaders may be detected or predicted. It is also hoped that the apparent paradoxical tension between participatory 
democracy and benevolent oligarchy can be resolved. This , it is hoped, will determine whether in different settings deep social engagement must be engendered by 
a small vocal minority or if a widespread embracing critical inquiry is possible through equable interactions. 
Research Method 
This study analyzed student contributions to an 
online graduate information systems course, 
employing social network analysis and analysis of 
student roles in collective knowledge-construction, to 
investigate three research questions: 
Q1 How are differing degrees of student engagement 
manifested in online learning communities? 
Q2 How is social engagement in learning motivated? 
Q3 How may we encourage deep student learning ? 
 
Findings 
Social engagement in a community of inquiry calls 
for repeated cycles of knowledge internalization 
(assimilating knowledge that is accepted by the 
community) and externalization (articulating 
knowledge in ways that are meaningful to the 
community). Online discussions are seldom models 
of democratic participation: some participants tend to 
perform more central roles than others. These can be 
viewed as community thought-leaders.  
Research Contact:    
James.Waters@drexel.edu;  
Research project advisor:  
Dr. Susan Gasson, College of IST 
Introduction 
Drexel University is actively incorporating online 
instruction into its education delivery strategy. We 
need to understand how we can engage students in 
online learning, rather than leaving them to token 
participation. This research investigates student 
interactions in online learning, to question some 
preconceptions about online course design. 
 Background 
Constructivist learning approaches are predicated on 
collaborative knowledge-building. It is argued that 
deep learning is achieved when all participants are 
involved in collaborative engagement. Students 
must participate 
ac t i ve l y  i n  a 
community of inquiry 
for this to occur 
(Dewey, 1916). Later 
researchers such as 
Garrison (2001) 
expanded this model 
to  d i f fe rent ia te 
between individual and collective components of this 
critical inquiry.  
Engagement in Learning 
Engagement is more than just being there. We can 
distinguish between differing degrees of engagement 
in the community of inquiry, as indicated in Table 3. 
Each of these constructs builds on the previous one. 
Learner involvement requires participation, while 
social engagement requires involvement in the 
learning process (Waters and Gasson, 2006).  
Table 1. Levels of Community Engagement 
(Waters and Gasson, 2006) 
Social Engagement 
For this question, students collaborate in 
knowledge co-construction. There is evidence of an 
iterative learning cycle with several pairs of messages 
passing between participants. At the center there is a 
core of active posters: S21, S11,S17,S23, S6 ,D6,S12, 
S5, S13 and S20. This is a 
democratic network, where 
several individuals respond 
to many others on the 
same question and there is 
no clique behavior.  
Involvement but no Social Engagement 
For this question, students respond to others’ 
postings, but do not follow up with iterative col-
laborations. There is a small but fairly compact 
network with S21 at the center but with other key 
members such as S11, 
S20 and S23 making 
their typical contribu-
tions. Notably there are 
few cycles of iterative in-
teraction. 
Participation only 
For this question, students interact very little.  All 
but one of the messages  are broadcasts (messages 
aimed at all participants, or the instructor). Members 
such as S21 , S13, S11 and S17 who are normally 
community-minded 
are content to merely 
make contractual 
obligation posts. This 
question did not 
evoke any deep 
engagement from 
any students. 
Q2 How is social engagement in learning motivated? 
To maintain impetus in a debate it was necessary to have participants who were actively committed to maintaining an iterative cycle of inquiry.  Analysis of message 
threads revealed that no thread persisted and developed unless it was encouraged  by one of six core students. These thought-leaders consistently performed 
facilitator activities (Waters and Gasson, 2005) . Facilitating behavior  attempts to maintain impetus in a debate by acknowledging useful contributions and drawing out 
further debate, expanding on others’ examples and providing further insights along the same lines. This facilitation encourages other participants to commit to the debate. 
Q3 How may we encourage deep student learning? 
Facilitating engagement will maintain impetus in a debate but may not always cause the development of any critical inquiry. In order for cycles of critical inquiry to take place it was found that it was often necessary for somebody 
to question assumptions about the question or offer alternative interpretations. This “complicating” behavior often acted to reframe debate  by encouraging other participants to reflect on their assumptions. This created a 
situation where students were challenged to break out of the flow channel Csikszentmihalyi (2005) where they could comfortably cope with the material.  
Facilitation and Complication in action 
Table 2 shows a sequence of interactions from a well developed sub thread. This shows how knowledge was co-constructed through student debate around a working theory. A student was in-
spired by a broadcast message and responded with a development of the first student’s argument that attempted to re-interpret the terms of the debate. The fourth poster displayed complicator 
behavior, reframing the problem to generate interactive debate, leading to community knowledge construction. Later a student behaving as facilitator advanced the debate, re-iterating and draw-
ing attention to previous important contributions. 
Engaging Questions 
Maintaining engagement is difficult but good question design can help. For a good question, student thought-leaders could draw upon their prior experience and expertise. This was a question 
that students could directly identify with, that was well-structured, had a single focus and where the discussion was supplemented by a body of supporting materials. By contrast the worst levels 
of engagement were encountered when questions were either too abstract, dealt with a domain that students had little experience of, had overly complex constructions or had too many disparate 
learning goals.  
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Level Form of Activity Predicted Outcomes 
Participa-
tion 
Observable behavior that 
denotes interaction with 
course materials through 
passive contributions. 
Superficial learning, that  





Behavior that indicates a 
psychological state of  
identification with course  
materials and learning  
objects. 
Contextually-situated 
learning, that results from 
the active application of 





Behavior that indicates  
reflective and interactive 
commitment to the  
facilitation and direction of 
a sustained learning  
process. 
Deep learning, that results 
from the co-construction 
of knowledge in collabora-
tion with other members 
of the community. 
Q1. How are differing degrees of student engagement manifested in online learning communities ? 
An in-depth analysis of interactions between participants in an online education discussion board was performed. For each discussion board question a social network 
diagram was plotted showing the  communication network and the strength of interactions between participants.  Different questions produced different patterns of interac-
tion.  These findings explore the reasons for differences. 
 
Fig 1: Critical Inquiry process 
(Garrison 2001) 
